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      When is the cost of bravery too high?

      Raquel owns a successful café. She’s in a coven. Life is full. Should be good, right?

      No. Parenting a teenage boy who is hiding something serious, Raquel is also a witch who doubts her powers. What good are they, anyway?

      But the Goddess she’s dedicated to won’t let her off the hook.

      In walks Charlie. Tall, broad shouldered, and crazy handsome. His gaming store has been threatened with violence. And somehow, it’s connected to her son…

      

      
        
        This is a standalone book in a linked series.
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      She looked ahead on the sun-washed shoreline and saw Zion’s dark shape, playing chicken with the waves. He knew better than to turn his back on the ocean. Raquel had taught him that early on. The waves on the Oregon coast could reach up and snatch a person before they even knew what happened. Tourists got dragged out to sea at least once a summer.

      You’d never see a local standing on a log, just as you’d never see a local turn her back on the sea.

      It was good to see Zion having fun, laughing, and running back and forth, filled with the energy of a thirteen-year-old boy. Lately, the smile that usually graced his face had become as rare as sun during the Oregon winter. But he still wouldn’t tell her what was wrong.

      “It’s nothing, Mom,” he kept insisting. Well, it was something, that was for sure. And it felt like more than just adolescent blues.

      The sand was cool, and crunched under the balls of her feet as Raquel walked, sneakers in hand. She skirted the massive, uprooted trees that dotted the coastline like the corpses of fallen giants. They looked like the bones of some mythical creatures, who lived in a land far away. A land that time forgot.

      Her dreadlocks tied back, she turned her face to the sun, and inhaled the brackish scent of salt water and washed-up seaweed. It soothed her heart and soul. The winter had been hard. She was so ready for Beltane and the warmer months.

      Raquel hadn’t been to the coast in entirely too long. But for a single parent running her own business, days off were in short supply. It didn’t matter how busy her life was, though, she always reached the point where she just had to get close to the ocean. She needed her dose of salt water, sea air, and the screech of seagulls flying over the cliffs.

      So today, she’d left her coven sister Cassiel in charge of the café, packed Zion into her beetle-green electric Fiat, and made the two-hour drive to Lincoln City.

      Just up ahead was a five-foot-tall pyramid of driftwood. People loved to make sculptures of the sea detritus, and the park service always came along and knocked them back down again. The never ending cycling of nature, art, and government rules.

      They’d been coming to this beach since Zion was five, after his dad died and Raquel needed to do things that got her away. Zion still loved the kites that flew in bright array when the wind was right. They’d already walked by the kites. Raquel could hear them flapping in the wind behind her. She inhaled, as deeply as she could, and held the breath in her lungs. Then she slowly exhaled. Goddess, her soul needed this. She watched the waves rolling in as she walked, tumbling and crashing into nothingness, until there was just a slender wash of water, snaking up onto the shore.

      “Sorry I’ve turned my back on you lately, Mama.” Raquel said. “You are my heart, my soul. And I know it’s been too long.”

      Yemọja. She of the oceans and the rivers. Siren of the sea. Protector of children and women. Raquel had been dedicated to Yemọja since long before she became a witch. She just hadn’t known the Power’s name back then.

      Raquel had always been a creature of the sea. She even collected mermaids as a child, loving the strangeness of a being that was half human, half massive fish.

      Raised a nominal Christian, it was only once she started studying magic—and she and Brenda had formed Arrow and Crescent Coven together—that she began to understand that the ocean had a Goddess. Was a Goddess. Or really, what some African peoples called an òrìṣà, a Power. And that Power had a name.

      Raquel had worshiped Yemọja ever since.

      Zion looked happy. Maybe she just needed to get him out of the city more often. Away from what troubled him. Of course, not every place in Oregon felt safe for a Black mother and her child. Her own mama had taught her that.

      “But you can’t let that stop you, girl,” she murmured to the wind.

      White-and-gray gulls swooped down in front of her, and began picking at the shoreline, looking for small crabs. A group of plovers ran towards the water, and then raced back. It was amazing how they moved in concert like that, almost as if they were one being. Kind of like bees, she supposed. She wondered how much individual plover consciousness there was.

      Look at you, musing on the deep mysteries of bird brains, she chided herself.

      Zion shrieked, and her head snapped towards him again, just in time to see the small wave that had hit him begin to recede. His pants were drenched. Well, she’d planned for that, hadn’t she? Making him put extra pants and socks, and a T-shirt even, into his backpack, currently locked in the trunk of the car. You never knew what was going to happen on the coast.

      The sun highlighted his limbs, and the shape of his beautiful head. When Zion was young, a local painter had done a portrait of him as a tarot card—The Sun. In the painting, his arms upraised, huge grin on his face, his whole body was outlined by bright golden rays. Just like today. Her sunny boy, he warmed her heart.

      Raquel took in another breath and paused on the sand for a moment, turning to face her beloved ocean full-on. The sun was just at her left side, still high, but beginning to wester. She dug her feet into the sand, and dropped her shoes. She raised her own arms to the sky.

      “Yemọja! Mother, ocean, water of my heart, of my spit, of my blood. Renew me, let me grow again. Watch over and protect my son, Zion. Whatever troubles his heart, let him know that his mother loves him…and guide me, please. Show me the best way to comfort him, and help him on his path. Yemọja, please bless our family. Give us the strength we need, and give me a sign that I’m on the right track. Blessed be. Ashé.”

      The light breeze ruffled the edges of her dreadlocks. Raquel needed renewal. Badly. She needed to not always work so hard. And lately? Maybe this was what people called a crisis of faith. She felt at odds with herself. With the coven. And with her own power.

      She felt the salt of tears, pricking at the back of her eyes. She blinked them back and took in a shuddering breath. Goddess, so much emotion all of a sudden!

      “Mama? Please. Ease this aching in my heart.”

      A lot of things made her heart ache these days. Another boy had been killed by police, and she was raising a Black son. The climate was still changing, the earth suffering. Some days, it felt as if the whole world were on fire. She needed the cooling waters to bathe her soul.

      But that wasn’t all.

      “And Mama? If it’s not too much to ask, maybe even send me someone to love, who will love me back.”

      There. She’d said the words out loud.

      It had been so long since someone had held Raquel at night. So long since she had someone other than her coven and her friends to make her laugh.

      Too long since someone had looked at her, just as a woman. Not a parent. Not a priestess. Not their boss. Maybe that was why she felt at odds with her power. She was sick of holding it all the time.

      She just needed a damn break.

      And the coven had been so serious these days. Their magic had taken a turn in the last year. It was a good thing, but damn, a woman could use some ease and celebration, you know?

      And with the trouble Zion was in, whatever it was…? Laughter had been in short supply all around.

      Raquel sighed, and pressed her fingers into the corners of her eyes. She wanted love and everything that came with it. She just didn’t see how it was going to happen. When did she ever have time to meet someone? And she sure didn’t have the energy to waste on those dating apps. She’d heard they were mostly for sex these days, anyway. Not that she had anything against sex, but she did okay for that on her own. She wanted sex. But she wanted it mixed in with the possibility of love.

      “Zion!” she called across the sand.

      His head whipped around, and he grinned, a broad smile filled with white teeth. He ran toward her, feet churning the sand as he went, streaks of it sticking to his wet jeans. Raquel couldn’t help but smile.

      “Where are your shoes?”

      He pointed toward one of the big logs behind her.

      “Up there. But Mama, look what I found!”

      He held out his hands. In one small palm was a sand dollar, perfect and whole, untouched by the beaks of the seagulls and the ravages of being bashed against the shore. And in the other palm was a beautiful, soft-edged piece of turquoise. Sea glass.

      “Oh baby, those are beautiful.”

      “Hold out your hand,” he said.

      She did, and he dropped the sea glass into her palm.

      “That’s for you.”

      “Thank you baby, I love it.” She folded her son into her arms, just for a moment, looking at the ocean over his head. He smelled of the sea, and the sweat of a boy.

      As always these days, Zion pulled away first. She wondered how quickly the day was coming that he wouldn’t let her hug him in public at all. Soon, she bet.

      “You hungry?”

      “Yes!”

      It was so good to see him happy.

      “Let’s go get some food, then. Get your shoes on.”

      As Zion raced to get his sneakers, Raquel turned toward the ocean once again. She held up the sea glass toward the ocean. It glowed in the light of the sun. Luminous.

      She hoped this token from the ocean was a sign that good things were coming.
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      Damn, Charlie loved spring. At least he used to.

      The crisp, blue skies. The blooming tulips and cherry trees. The influx of children who overran the shop when they were released from school.

      Yeah. It was that time of year. Owlbear Games was swamped with preteens and teenagers, all scoping out the newest games, looking for cards to boost their carefully put-together packs, or eyeing pewter miniatures in the display cases.

      Lindsey Sterling played her violin ode to Skyrim over the speakers, and Charlie was ensconced at the far end of the long, glass display counter, behind his computer, working on the books, a steaming cup of milky tea at his right hand.

      Sam was at the opposite end, working the register. She was a young Korean American woman with long black hair, two eyebrow piercings, and a black hoodie with a Princess Leia silhouette in red and the caption: “A woman’s place is in the resistance.”

      Sam had been a godsend to Owlbear. Not only was she a hard worker, she was a geek extraordinaire. Sam knew her stuff, and didn’t take shit from the sexist dirtbags that occasionally darkened the shop’s door. In her spare time, she DMd tabletop adventures, wrote her own games, and even did some coding. He knew she was secretly hoping to make it big someday.

      Charlie had asked her once why she didn’t go work for a gaming company, but she insisted she was just messing around. Messing around or scared to put herself out there? Made no difference. Charlie knew better than to push. Everyone grew into themselves in their own time.

      “You couldn’t die in the middle of winter, could you?” He jabbed at the keys. “You had to die in spring, and throw everything into a tailspin.” His father. His beloved, stern, problematic father. It wasn’t actually that he had messed up Charlie’s favorite season, marking it forever as “when Dad died.” It was that Charlie…was overwhelmed by it all.

      Charlie took a sip of tea, a cardamom-laced Assam. His favorite tea, on his favorite kind of day, in a shop he now, amazingly, owned free and clear.

      Charlie felt like shit.

      Owlbear had no mortgage now because Charlie’s father had co-signed the building loan six years before. And two weeks ago? His sixty-five-year-old heart had decided to just give up.

      David Dillon had left Charlie enough money to pay off the building. So yeah, Owlbear was his now. No one could take it, or his apartment above it, away.

      But he’d also left Charlie the legacy of an attic of boxes filled with things Charlie didn’t want to think of. Things that troubled him.

      He tucked an errant strand of gold-blond hair back behind his ear and sighed. He really shouldn’t be thinking about his father’s past. He needed to focus on these books.

      Whether a business was doing well or poorly, there were always numbers to crunch. His very non-favorite thing to do, but the end of April was coming pretty damn quick, and if he didn’t get all of his receipts entered, Charlie knew he’d be very unhappy come quarter’s end. Just because last year’s taxes had been filed a month before didn’t mean he could slack on this year’s accounting.

      He really shouldn’t be doing accounts in the middle of a rush, but Sam insisted she was fine, and besides, from this vantage point, Charlie could easily keep an eye on the browsing kids without looming. Nothing cleared a shop out more quickly than a looming and suspicious owner.

      He also checked periodically on the twenty-somethings back at the gaming tables. A group of white dudes with fancy, high-and-tight hair cuts, with a longer swathe swooping over their foreheads, they’d been coming in more and more lately. They were polite and friendly, but there was something a little off about them. They didn’t look like the usual run of nerds.

      Besides, they played HackMaster. Charlie never trusted anyone who was into that game.

      Not that Charlie hadn’t learned to question his prejudices every step of the way in this business.

      Prejudices. Yeah. Back to Dad.

      His father’s funeral had taken place the week before. A lot of his buddies from the VA had attended, gregarious men with haunted eyes. Charlie found he didn’t like them much. He felt badly about it, but that was just the truth. Not that Charlie had anything against veterans. Plenty of them came into the shop, and to game nights. But these friends of his father’s? Charlie had the eerie sense that they were waiting for some signal from him, as though he was suddenly going to join some secret club.

      He had a suspicion about that, but wasn’t ready to face it head-on. Maybe some things needed to stay in boxes.

      “Look! They have new Magic packs!” One of the kids near the wire spinning racks held up a booster deck, a grin so big on her face you’d think it was Christmas.

      Charlie smiled. He loved the preteens most of all. They weren’t afraid to be excited about things. They hadn’t had their joy slammed out of them against school lockers enough times to beat it out of them. Yet.

      The kids were good for his heart and soul.

      Sam had told Charlie to take the rest of the month off, but he couldn’t stand rattling around his childhood home. It just felt like work. A burden instead of a gift. Heavy with years, emotions, and those damn secrets. The few boxes he’d looked at were almost enough to convince him to shove the bulk of it into a storage space, and get the old Northeast Portland house cleared and cleaned, and…

      Charlie wasn’t sure what the step after that was. Sell the place? Move in? At any rate, he could ignore the house and the dresser drawers, and the piles of papers, and the boxes of memorabilia for now. No rush, except the fact that it had to get done someday.

      He shook his head, then realized he’d entered the same receipt three times already.

      “Damn it.”

      He wasn’t good for anything these days. Charlie shoved back from the computer. May as well…do what? His eyes lit on the kids ogling the pewter miniatures.

      “You finding what you need?” he asked. “Want to see any of the figures?”

      The boy and girl were small, the boy looked Latinx and the girl was definitely white, with a dirty blond braid down her back. They smelled like bubble gum.

      The boy pointed to one of the unpainted figures. An ogre with a battle-ax.

      Charlie jingled his keys from his jeans pocket and unlocked the case, carefully picking up the tiny figure between his big fingers.

      The kids looked at him with large eyes, brown and hazel. He knew he could be intimidating, with his broad, weightlifter’s shoulders and chest covered by a Deadpool T-shirt, blond hair just brushing his shoulders.

      “Thanks,” the boy said, when Charlie placed the figure in his hand.

      “What are your names?”

      “Joe,” the boy said.

      “Tracy,” said the girl.

      “Do you paint?” Charlie asked.

      They both nodded.

      “That’s great. We just got some new brushes in if you need them.”

      He led them over to the display that held tiny pots and squeeze bottles of brightly colored paints, and a variety of brushes.

      The sound of a Star Trek phaser announced that someone had come in the door.

      “Sobrino! Are you bothering this man?”

      A harried-looking, trim man bustled toward them, a crease on his brow. His dark brown hair was receding and he wore a purple button down shirt over slacks and stylish leather shoes. A younger child followed him, another boy of around seven, if Charlie had to guess.

      The new child’s eyes grew huge, and he gasped.

      “Are you Thor?” he asked.

      Charlie laughed.

      “Henry!” the man said. He looked embarrassed. “Just because a man has blond hair doesn’t mean he’s from the movies.”

      “It’s not a problem,” Charlie said. “Happens all the time.”

      He crouched down in front of the boy. “I’m not Thor, but I’m pleased to meet you, Henry. My name’s Charlie and I was just showing your…brother?” he looked at the other boy, who nodded. “I was just showing your brother some miniatures and paints.”

      He stood then, and addressed the man. “Charlie Dillon.” He held out his hand. The men shook.

      “Alejandro López. Thanks for letting the kids poke around your shop on their own. These are my nephews. The boys go to two different schools now, and one of the other parents told me this was a safe place to meet up.”

      “We try to make it welcoming for everyone, and the older kids are certainly welcome here on their own. Any younger than eleven or twelve, and we’d worry. But a lot of parents drop their kids here. Feel free to leave your phone number at the desk. We keep a database in case anything goes wrong.”

      Alejandro’s shoulders dropped a little, in relief, Charlie supposed. It had to be hard to be a parent or guardian these days.

      The man frowned then, and jerked his head toward the gaming tables near the back.

      “Those guys in here a lot?” he asked, dropping his voice.

      “Lately,” Charlie said.

      “They give you any trouble?”

      “Not yet. And if they do, I’ll make sure they don’t come back.”

      Alejandro shook his head. “Sorry. Maybe it’s prejudice, but I just have trouble trusting men who look that way.”

      Charlie didn’t blame him, not with the recent racist knife attacks on the MAX train, and some houseless people getting beaten up at night. Reports were always young white men, clean-cut.

      Never caught.

      The two men shared a look, before Alejandro nodded, seemingly satisfied for now.

      “Joe, you want to ask your uncle if you can get that ogre?”

      He left them discussing the miniatures and paints, Joe’s voice rising with excitement over the colors he just had to have.

      Charlie glanced toward the back. One of the men’s eyes flicked from Alejandro to Charlie.

      Then he smiled. As if he and Charlie were part of some secret club. Just like his father’s friends.

      And Charlie didn’t like that smile at all.
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      It was Cassiel’s day off, and Laurel was filling in, making cappuccino and lattes as Raquel started cleaning up the kitchen area. She was a rail-thin woman who loved neo-hippie clothing. Today’s outfit consisted of brown leggings, soft brown boots, and a tight T-shirt tunic, patterned with a mandala. Her heavy hair pulled back in a moss-green scarf.

      It was a couple hours before closing time. The lunch rush was over, and only a few people were left in the shop, mostly those who used the place as their office.

      Ibeyi sang, voices blending over Latin rhythms. Raquel’s hips twitched a little, unable to resist moving in time to the groove.

      Zion did homework at one of the booths against the wall, backpack on the floor next to him. One hand gripped his natural, and the other was fisted around a pen. He concentrated hard, her boy. She loved that about him. He was so sunny, but so intense as well.

      She still wished she knew what was bugging him so badly. The whole ride home from the ocean, she’d been waiting for him to spill, but he only wanted to talk about some new game that had come into the shop down the street from the café, and how excited his friends were about it.

      Raquel put lids on the chopped onions and pickles, getting them ready to go back in the huge refrigerator in the break room. The cheeses were already wrapped up and ready to go.

      She was grateful to Kelsey, the former owner of the café, for organizing the small kitchen space so well.

      Raquel washed her hands for the twenty-fifth time, and felt a rush of a breeze and heard voices. Turning as she dried her hands, she saw what looked like a father and son, a white man and a boy who looked an awful lot like him. They both had ruddy cheeks and pale brown hair. She turned back to her work. Laurel would help them.

      “Hey!” She heard Zion’s voice and her head snapped around again.

      The white boy stood near Zion, and the contents of Zion’s pack had spilled out on the floor. She never could get the boy to zip that pack up.

      Instead of bending to pick up the spilled pencils and Zion’s phone, the white boy stood, feet apart, hands clenched in fists.

      What in Goddess’s name?

      She came out from behind the counter.

      “Excuse me?”

      The white boy didn’t turn, but his father did.

      “May I help you?” he asked her.

      She looked up. His face was benign. Oh so reasonable looking. But Raquel also noticed he was blocking her way.

      “I’m wondering if your son is going to apologize for kicking my son’s backpack.”

      The man ignored her.

      “Jeremy!” the man said.

      The boy’s head whipped around.

      “Apologize to that boy. I’m sure you didn’t mean to kick his bag. Right?”

      The boy and his father exchanged a look. The boy gave a sharp shrug and turned to Zion, who was crouched on the ground, pencils in hand, looking up at Raquel with fear in his eyes.

      Blood roared in Raquel’s ears and she shoved her way around the white man to stand by her son. Crossing her arms over her chest, she waited, taking in long, careful breaths to slow the angry shaking that was her body’s response to not being able to punch something.

      “Sorry,” the boy mumbled.

      “What was that?” Raquel asked. She took another breath, making certain to expand her stomach muscles and engage her diaphragm. Spiritual centering practice 101, just like she taught her students.

      The boy shot her a look that was designed to intimidate. She wondered where he had learned that from. Her eyes darted to his father. Yep. Same angry, authoritative look.

      Masters of the Universe hated it when the help talked back. Well. They could just deal.

      Raquel gave the shields embedded in her aura a quick boost, and stood taller in her boots. A little glamour never hurt.

      A flash of uncertainty crossed the boy’s face, just as his father nudged his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” the boy said.

      “Zion?” she asked.

      “Okay,” her son said, then went back to picking up his scattered school supplies.

      Raquel pasted a large, fake smile on her face. “Why don’t you help Zion to pick up his things, while I take your father’s order?”

      Yep. Two could play the authority game.

      “That’s okay, Mom,” Zion mumbled.

      “Oh no, I’m sure Jeremy will be happy to help. Won’t you, Jeremy?” she said, not taking her eyes off of his father.

      Enough people were tuned into the situation—including Thomas, who kept watch from behind the counter—that the man would either have to double down or relent. Raquel held his gaze, still smiling. His mouth twisted in a grimace, but his shoulders relaxed enough to signal to her that he was going to relent. Good.

      “Help the boy, Jeremy,” he said.

      Raquel nodded, then moved past him again, and walked toward the counter.

      Laurel’s eyes were huge, but she still looked ready to act if Raquel needed backup. That was good. They rarely had trouble in the café, but it was nice to know her employees were on top of it, and willing to step forward should the situation require it.

      “Thanks, Laurel, I’ll take care of this.”

      Laurel nodded, grabbed a rag, and went to wipe down one of the booths that had emptied out before this all began.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Black coffee and an apple juice. To go.” He spat the words out as though under sufferance. As though he wanted to wrap his well-manicured fingers around her Black neck.

      “Coming right up!” she said brightly, then turned to pump a steaming stream of oil-colored coffee into a paper go cup. Asshole.

      Jeremy came up behind him as she set the cup on the counter. She looked past the father and son to make sure Zion was all right. He was. He had moved his backpack to the booth bench, and tapped a pencil on the tabletop. His face looked pinched.

      His books were still opened on the table, but he was staring at the man and his son.

      Yeah. Expecting him to get back to homework with these predators still in the café was asking too much. Raquel turned to get a juice from the small fridge under the food prep counter.

      “I thought we were getting food,” Jeremy whined. “I’m hungry.”

      “Later, Jeremy!” his father said.

      The implications were clear. They weren’t staying in Raquel’s café one moment longer than necessary. Fine with Raquel. She didn’t want their money anyway.

      She thunked the glass apple juice bottle down next to the coffee and slid a plastic lid next to it.

      The man reached toward his pocket, going for his wallet.

      “On the house,” she said, waving her hand at him. She just wanted them out of there. And most of all, she did not want to touch this man’s hands when she passed his change back to him.

      He gave a curt nod, shoved the juice at his son’s hands, popped the lid onto his coffee cup, and spun on his heel.

      He nudged the boy forward, a little too hard, toward the café door.

      There was some scuffling as they opened it and moved through, but Raquel had no time to attend to that. She rushed toward Zion’s booth and slid in the other side, leaning toward him, voice low.

      “You mind telling me what in Goddess’s name that was all about?”

      Face down, Zion cheated his eyes up toward her, then looked at the tabletop again.

      “Zion? Look at me, please.” She made her voice as gentle as possible. “That wasn’t an accident, was it?”

      Zion shook his head, face drawn. Not her sunny boy. Gods. Fury and the wish to hold her precious son close warred inside her.

      “Has this been happening at school? Is that what’s been wrong with you lately? The thing you keep not telling me about?”

      “Can’t we just drop it, Mom?”

      She grabbed onto his arm with her left hand, and with her right, tilted his chin up, forcing him to look into her eyes.

      She heard the door open, but didn’t look up to see who was entering. She dropped her hand from his chin and sighed.

      “No. We can’t just drop it. It’s my job to protect you, Zion. And I can’t help do that if you won’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “There isn’t anything you can do, okay?”

      “Zion, there is always something we can do! But we have to face the situation first. Isn’t that what I’ve always told you?”

      That wasn’t one-hundred-percent true, but he would learn that soon enough. For now, she needed him to believe. To believe in his power. To believe in himself.

      Just like she was supposed to.

      Zion looked down at the table again, and nodded. Goddess, he looked so miserable. Her heart broke in half.

      Who the hell was doing this to her baby boy? And why?
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      It was another truly gorgeous Portland day: blue sky, sunshine, people out on the sidewalk, laughing, taking advantage of the break in the rain.

      “You cool with Raquel’s for lunch?” Hai asked. Hai was a friend and colleague both. A cool-looking guy with tattoos down his arms and a spiky brush of shining black hair, he ran a games and comic book store in northeast Portland.

      “Sounds good to me,” Charlie responded. Raquel’s made the best sandwiches in the neighborhood, but he tried not to go there too often because if he had to admit it to himself, he’d developed a little thing for Raquel. He’d never said anything, because he figured everyone had a little thing for Raquel. Besides, she was so busy all the time. He knew she had a kid, Zion. He’d started coming around Owlbear lately. Charlie never saw a dad around, though, not that that meant anything.

      As they approached the café, he could see people inside through the windows. He was about to reach for the door when it burst open and a white man shepherded his son out with a little shove.

      “Why’d you do that?” the man said.

      “He’s a big dork. Everyone hates him,” the kid replied. His face was petulant, the corners of his mouth turned down.

      Charlie watched as the man’s fingers gripped the kid’s shoulder, a little too hard. The kid winced, then set his face into a mask.

      “Never in public.” The man practically spat out the words.

      Charlie looked down at the kid. The kid looked up, then down again, his pale cheeks flushing with shame at being caught out. The dad cut his eyes at Charlie, dismissed him as no threat, and looked back down the boy.

      “How many times do I have to tell you…”

      “Hey kid?” Charlie asked. The man’s and the boy’s heads both snapped towards him, startled to be interrupted. “You like games? I run the shop down the street. We have gaming every afternoon and you’re always welcome to come.”

      Charlie held out a small, postcard-sized flyer with Owlbear’s information on it. The kid started to reach for it, but the father’s hand intercepted it, snapping it out of Charlie’s hand.

      “Thanks man,” he said with a stern nod. “Let’s go, Jeremy.” He gave the boy another little shove and they walked off down the sidewalk. The kid’s shoulders were hunched up around his ears. The father walked, stiff as a board, beside him.

      Charlie shook his head, then turned to Hai. “I hate dudes like that.”

      Hai nodded, lips tight. “I do too, man. But some parents are assholes, we all know that. Or maybe they’re just strict, I don’t know.”

      Charlie sighed and opened the door, waiting for Hai to walk through. He knew strict; that hadn’t looked like strict. As they walked in, he saw Raquel sitting
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THE WITCHES OF PORTLAND
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